The pivot shift test is of limited clinical relevance in the arthritic anterior cruciate ligament-deficient knee.
The pivot shift test is used to assess the integrity of the anterior cruciate ligament (ACL). This test has been shown to be highly sensitive in detecting instability in knees with complete ACL rupture. However, in the presence of osteoarthritis, the rotation and subluxation required for the pivot shift to be effective can be limited and therefore is likely to impact upon the reliability of this test. We performed the pivot shift test on 50 patients, under general anesthesia, prior to total knee replacement and then recorded the integrity of the ACL intraoperatively. This allowed us to assess the accuracy of this test in the presence of significant osteoarthritis. Of the 50 knees tested, none had a positive pivot shift test preoperatively; however, 14% of the knees included in the study had a completely ruptured ACL. This gives a sensitivity of 0% and a specificity of 1% for the pivot shift test for ACL ruptures in the presence of established osteoarthritis. We conclude that the pivot shift test may not be a reliable test for ACL function in the presence of symptomatic arthritis of the knee.